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For Lesley, as always




Blessed be the man that spares these stones, 


And cursed be he that moves my bones.


– epitaph on the grave of William Shakespeare
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Thursday 31 October


Dusk was falling on the Corpse Bridge by the time Jason Shaw reached the river. The broken stone setts felt slippery under his boots after a heavy shower, and the walls ran with moisture in the fading light. He shivered and shook the rain from his hair as he checked his watch one more time. He was going to be late.


Jason had come out unprepared for a downpour. He’d been in such a hurry, and the autumn weather was so unpredictable, that he’d been fooled into thinking a light jacket would be enough, and he’d left his waterproofs in the Land Rover. So when the shower started he’d stopped to shelter under a sycamore tree while the water drummed on the earth all around him and turned the river below into a seething foam. But it was the end of October and the leaves were almost gone from the trees. Within seconds his hair was plastered to his skull and water dripped inside his collar as rain cascaded through the branches. He decided he’d get less wet if he returned to the path and just hoped for the shower to ease off. By the time the sky cleared he was soaking.


And that was one of his problems. He always seemed to be in a hurry these days. There was too much going on in his life, so he was constantly rushing from one thing to the next. Sometimes he just wished everything would stop for a while and let him get his breath. If only he had time to think, at least. Perhaps he wouldn’t make so many bad decisions. He might be more prepared for what the world threw at him.


But circumstances were conspiring against him all the time. The situation was out of control and he was being dragged along, as if by an irresistible current. The most important decisions in his life were being made by other people. He was aware of it, but couldn’t do anything about it.


And Jason knew who was responsible for that. The one person he could never say ‘no’ to.


He was trembling with cold as he stepped round a patch of mud that had collected in a damaged section of the track. Every few yards the setts had been shattered or dislodged, exposing the earth beneath to serious erosion. Much of this destruction had been caused by off-roaders. The national park authority was trying to enforce a traffic regulation order on some of these narrow-walled byways and green lanes to keep four-by-fours and trail bikes from using them. There were places in Derbyshire where off-roaders swarmed in their hundreds on bank holiday weekends, with whole convoys of Land Rovers forcing their way down bridleways and gouging new tracks out of the hillsides. By the end of the summer you could see their wheel tracks for miles. Most were intruders from the cities, leaving their mark on the landscape.


It was as he was wiping the water from his eyes that Jason saw her. At first she seemed like an illusion – a pale shape glimpsed through a blur of water and the deceptive colours of twilight. He wasn’t a superstitious person, but Jason felt a jolt of fear at the ghostly flicker and swirl as the figure dodged its way through the trees on the other side of the bridge.


But did the figure run? It hardly seemed the right word. To Jason, she appeared to float or hover, her feet hardly touching the ground. By the time she vanished from his sight on the opposite hill, he still wasn’t sure whether he’d imagined the figure or not. He realised there had been no sound from her. But that could have been an atmospheric effect, a result of the damp air and the evening stillness.


And finally there was a noise. Something bigger and definitely physical was crashing through the undergrowth where the woman had disappeared. Jason saw nothing, but he felt the hairs on the back of his neck begin to stir, an icy chill surging through his limbs. He heard one shout, an incoherent yell with no words, a cry that might almost have come from an animal.


Then the crashing stopped, and there was silence.


Jason was left standing for a moment on the approach to the Corpse Bridge, listening carefully for a sound, but hearing only the rush of the river and the dripping of rain from the trees.


Of course, Geoff and Sally Naden shouldn’t have been there at all. Not that evening. It was entirely the wrong night, a different time of the week from the one they’d planned. Yes, it was definitely a mistake. At least, that was what Geoff insisted.


Sally was in a bad mood even before they came out. She recognised her own moods, and knew that Geoff would say she was sulking. But she didn’t really care tonight. She wasn’t as young as she used to be, and she just wanted to get this over with.


‘It was definitely you,’ said Geoff. ‘You got it wrong again. You’re always getting things wrong.’


‘Rubbish,’ she said. ‘It’s tonight, I’m certain.’


Sally had been saying ‘rubbish’ all evening, since even before they left the house. She didn’t have the energy or inclination to spell out her argument in coherent sentences. But she was starting to get bored with ‘rubbish’. She might have to think of something else to say.


‘You’ll get things wrong once too often some day soon,’ said Geoff, ‘and that will be the end of you. I hope you’ve written your will.’


‘Nonsense,’ she said.


Of course, Geoff was talking through his elbow. But Sally had to admit he was right about one thing. Some mistakes could have disastrous consequences. You found yourself in the wrong place at the wrong time, met the sort of person you’d normally spend your whole life avoiding, and you could end up putting yourself in a dangerous situation. In those circumstances, one of you might have an accident. Out here, in a spot as quiet as this, an accident might be fatal.


Sally had been thinking about murder for a while now. Not all the time, just off and on when the mood took her. Sometimes it would be when she was in bed at night, trying to get to sleep but finding herself staring at the bedroom ceiling for hours, while the weight of her husband’s comatose body dragged the duvet off her again. Or it might be while she was driving, frustrated by the traffic, hearing his parting words repeating in her mind over and over. Those were the times when she fantasised about finally putting an end to it all. It would be a kindness really.


She’d once heard someone claim that the best way to commit a murder and get away with it was to lure your victim up on to a high place, such as a cliff. As long as there were no eyewitnesses, it was almost impossible to prove from forensic evidence whether that person fell or was pushed. The fall had to be terminal, and unobserved. It needed to happen at a time when no one else was around.


But there was someone else here. Sally had been absorbed in such a world of her own that the sudden realisation came as a shock.


‘Did you hear that?’ she said.


Geoff had already stopped, his head tilted on one side. ‘I’m not sure.’


‘I thought there was something—’


He’d obviously heard the same thing, but Sally saw that he couldn’t bring himself to agree with her, even now.


‘Perhaps we should go back,’ he said instead.


And that was typical. He wouldn’t get into an argument, but would make it seem as though whatever they did next was entirely his own idea.


Geoff and Sally Naden turned back and began to walk up the track. They knew someone was nearby, and it made them nervous. Sally was still sure she was right. But this wasn’t the way it was supposed to be.


Just before six o’clock, Poppy Mellor was sitting in her car, parked against a stone wall on the Staffordshire side of the river.


Earlier that afternoon she’d been for a trip with some friends to Monkey Forest in Trentham. She’d always had an interest in apes and monkeys. And those forty acres of land south of Stoke were the only place in the country you could see them roaming free. A hundred and forty Barbary macaques in a Staffordshire woodland were the closest she could get, until she’d saved enough money for a trip to North Africa. Up in the Atlas Mountains of Morocco, that was where the macaques came from.


Poppy gazed down the slope at the dripping trees and bare fields. The Atlas Mountains were a bit different from the borders of Staffordshire and Derbyshire, she imagined.


She’d been sitting in her car for a few minutes thinking about the noise. She was in the middle of reading a text message from Imogen, one of her friends from the drama studies course at uni. Her dad would raise his eyebrows at the idea of her texting someone she’d seen only a few hours before. He would say it was a kind of compulsion. But she always felt this need to be in touch.


Those monkeys at Trentham lived in close family groups. She loved them for that. Whenever you saw them, they were either physically touching or talking to each other, sometimes both. Their hierarchy was complex too, though she supposed one always had to be the leader. Every macaque knew its role, and they could rely on each other totally for loyalty and support.


Poppy sighed. Humans had a lot to learn from other primates. She ought to tell her dad that. She could just picture his face now. Some people’s reactions were so predictable. For months she’d longed for something to happen that would make her life more interesting.


She turned up her CD player and wondered if anyone had heard that scream. There were lots of strange noises out in the country at night. It could have been a fox, perhaps? It was mating season and vixens called like that sometimes.


But Poppy knew it hadn’t been a fox. Even from a distance, it had unmistakably been a primate. Or more specifically, human.


Further down the slope, on either side of the bridge, Jason Shaw and the Nadens were unaware of Poppy’s presence. Jason peered cautiously into the trees as he climbed the slope, stopped, walked a few yards into the undergrowth, then changed his mind and came back again.


Three hundred yards away, Poppy had got out of her car. She glanced for a moment at the clouds scudding overhead, revealing brief glimpses of the moon, still pale against the twilight blue sky. Then she leaned on the stone wall and gazed down into the valley where the river ran through the darkening woods. Her eyesight was good, but she could see no movement, no sign of any human presence among the trees. Poppy thought of making a phone call, but knew it would be pointless. So she got back in her car, switched on the headlights and accelerated away down the road towards Hartington. The Nadens took longer to reach their home, after stopping to argue about the best route to take.


None of them would forget that night for a long time. Though, in the end, it was someone else who found the body.
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Detective Sergeant Ben Cooper was still sleeping badly. He’d been relying on the help of tablets for months now, switching from herbal aids to chemicals and back again, fearing that he’d get too reliant on some particular substance and would never be able to sleep without it again.


But this particular night had been full of demons and ghosts. And many other creatures too. Vampires, witches, skeletons. And hordes of stumbling, bloodied zombies like the entire cast of extras from The Walking Dead.


Well, it was always like this on Halloween. By twilight the streets of Edendale had been full of groups of children in home-made costumes fashioned from plastic bin liners and toilet rolls. After them came the teenagers with their supermarket horror masks and pumpkin lanterns. Later the atmosphere changed as the pubs filled with flesh-eating monsters, their prosthetic fangs dripping with gore. All in the name of harmless fun.


So Cooper was awake at 2 a.m. From his ground-floor flat in Welbeck Street, he could hear the distant sounds of revelry from the pubs in Edendale town centre, just across the river. Though revelry was a kind word for it.


‘Harmless fun,’ he said with a sardonic laugh, breaking the silence of his flat.


There were police officers on duty out there, some of his E Division uniformed colleagues from West Street, assigned to the drunk shift. They would have been shivering in their vans for the past couple of hours, waiting for the bars to empty and the fights to start.


In the old days, before the formation of professional police forces, the duties of watchmen had included firefighting and sweeping the excrement from the street. Many officers would say they were still doing the same thing now.


Edendale wasn’t much different on a Thursday, Friday or Saturday night from any other town up and down Britain. Halloween just meant the prisoner cages would be full of battered Draculas and legless Egyptian mummies. Fake blood would be mingling with the real stuff. And the pavements would be littered with the dead, staggering towards home.


‘And do it quietly, please,’ said Cooper. ‘Like a good zombie.’


He was glad no one could hear him. He’d always thought people who talked to themselves were definitely a bit weird.


Cooper looked around for the cat, but found her asleep, curled up by a radiator. She was probably aware of his presence, but too wise to think it might be breakfast time so early. She’d grown used to his erratic hours over the last few months and refused to let his unpredictable behaviour affect her routine. Lucky animal. She seemed oblivious to the noise outside too, except for a twitch of an ear if someone passed too close in the street. Occasionally, there was a wandering ghoul, lost and drunk, clattering down the road and vomiting in the gutter.


What could you expect from a celebration based on fear? This was the time of year when graves opened and the spirits of the dead returned to the world. In traditional belief, these few hours of darkness saw the doors between life and death standing ajar.


But just these few hours. For some of his ancestors, the concept of the dead returning had been too much to bear. For them, Halloween was a time to shut themselves inside their homes and protect their families with prayers and charms.


For others, though, the time was all too short. There were so few hours until daylight came. Halloween just didn’t last long enough. If it came to the crunch, Cooper knew he’d be counted among their number himself. It was the reality that he couldn’t escape, the one fact that never left his mind all night. The dead never really got a chance to return to the world.


‘No, never. Never.’


Cooper threw a tired glance round the familiar walls of his flat. The dead who would never return – they were here, too. Their photographs were lurking in the darkness. His father, Sergeant Joe Cooper, killed in the execution of his duty. His mother, Isabel Cooper, dead of natural causes. And civilian scenes of crime officer Elizabeth Petty, who died…


Well, she’d died anyway. And that was an end to it.


Just outside, in Welbeck Street, he heard banging and laughter, followed by the shriek of a car alarm.


‘For heaven’s sake, go away,’ he said, more loudly.


Behind him, the cat made a small questioning noise. Cooper turned.


‘Not you, obviously. I was talking to … well, who was I talking to?’


The cat gave him a despairing look and went back to sleep.


‘No, I don’t know either,’ said Cooper.


He thought of putting the lights on, but there didn’t seem much point. At this time of the morning artificial light only made the flat look ghastly and unreal. He felt like a character in a film, hiding away in precarious isolation, fighting desperately for survival while the world outside disintegrated into chaos, as the dead walked and cities burned.


With a vague sense of surprise, Cooper looked down at the mug clutched in his hand. He’d forgotten that he’d been making himself a drink. Camomile tea, by the smell of it. His sister Claire had insisted he tried it to help him sleep. But it had gone almost cold in his hand as he stood here near the window, listening to the sounds of the night.


Life shouldn’t feel so cold and wasted. Not at his age. He was only in his thirties, after all. It was too young for everyone he cared about most to be dead and in the ground. He shouldn’t have to spend half his life visiting graveyards.


Cooper shuddered as a cold certainty ran through his limbs. There would be people out tonight who gravitated to cemeteries and graveyards. Halloween was their night. And cemeteries were their playground.


He sighed again. All Hallows’ Eve. That was where it all started. It was supposed to be dedicated to remembering dead saints and the faithful departed. Souls wandered the earth, looking for one last chance to gain vengeance on the living. People would wear masks or costumes to disguise their identities and avoid being recognised by vengeful souls.


People often complained that Halloween was an imported American tradition. But surely it was only because Guy Fawkes and Bonfire Night had poached some of the customs of Halloween. For centuries English people had preferred burning effigies of Catholics, rather than remembering dead saints. Halloween had become a focus of superstitions about witches and ghosts.


Just last week the Eden Valley Times had published a letter written by a local vicar complaining that the newspaper was encouraging Satanism and witchcraft by reporting Halloween events and publishing pictures of children dressed as ghosts and vampires. He’d done it every year, for as long as Cooper could remember. Like everyone else, the clergyman had probably forgotten the origins of the festivities.


‘Not that anybody really believes in anything any more.’


He realised that he was mumbling a bit now. He wasn’t even sure what words were coming out of his mouth. The last sentence had sounded like a meaningless jumble, even to his own ears.


With a weary stretch of his limbs, Cooper went to lie back down on his bed, though he knew he wouldn’t sleep.


There must be so many people who’d lost loved ones during the past twelve months. Some of them must have been wishing that the dead really could return. How did they react to ghosts and corpses banging on their door all evening? What were you supposed to do, except offer a treat from a tub of miniature chocolate bars? A modern ritual to keep the spirits away.


But if he slept tonight at all, Cooper knew the dead would walk in his dreams.


Fifteen miles from Edendale, Rob Beresford cursed to himself in the darkness. It wouldn’t happen tonight. Something had gone wrong.


He pulled out his phone, tried to dial the number again, but could get no signal. Down here by the river, with dense trees around him and hills rising on either side, he was bound to be in a dead spot.


But they’d known this was likely to happen and they’d planned for it. That was why the timing had been so carefully worked out. So what had gone wrong? Why was he on his own out here?


Rob waited. He didn’t have much patience, but what else could he do? Turn round and go home? He didn’t want to be the one who did that. At least, when tomorrow came, he’d be able to blame the others for wrecking the plan. He wondered who had actually got cold feet. It could be any of them, of course. They were a bunch of wimps, mostly. And worse – they’d left him out here on his own, in the dark, with no idea what was going on.


He was beginning to get angry. Rob paced up and down, swinging his torch along the track, its bright LED beam flicking from stone wall to hanging branch, from a splash of water stirring a muddy pool to the flutter of a dead leaf in the breeze. He was oblivious now to their agreement not to make too much noise or show any more light than was necessary. It was obvious he was on his own. Abandoned, and made to look an idiot. And what a place to be in at this time of night. It was lucky he wasn’t a nervous bloke or he could start imagining things.


But where was he exactly? There had been no map. He only followed the directions he’d been given. Nowhere looked the same in the dark anyway. People who lived in towns didn’t realise how black it was out in the proper country at night. They never saw total darkness like this. So a map would have been useless.


A noise made Rob whirl round suddenly. It sounded like a voice – a garbled word spoken from the darkness, a liquid gabbling from a throat that surely wasn’t human. But then the noise came again and he saw the river. He could see the surges of water bubbling over the rocks, sucking and gurgling through gaps and crevices in the riverbed. He saw the muddy bank and the skeletal outline of a stunted tree growing on the water’s edge.


And something else.


Rob realised with a shock that he could see a pale face caught in the light. It was the mask of a ghoul, white and ghostly, with the unnatural gleam of cheap plastic. He had a glimpse of a profile pulled into a grotesque shape – a gaping mouth, a blank eye, a trickle of blood. It was surely a Halloween joke to scare the children. Just some bad taste prank.


The hairs on the back of Rob’s neck stirred, and he swung his torch wildly across the trees until its beam lit the glittering water rushing between the banks and highlighted the arch of the bridge. His trembling hand swept the light backwards and forwards along the parapet looming above him and probed into the gap between the stones to pick out the ancient trackway. It was half in shadow and half illuminated by his wavering torchlight. It looked like an empty stage, garishly lit, awaiting the next scene of a drama.


Rob had lived in this area all his life and he knew what this place was. Everyone called it the Corpse Bridge.
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Friday 1 November


And yet there was so little blood.


Ben Cooper crouched and leaned forward to look more closely. For a moment he felt light-headed from tiredness and almost slipped in the mud on the bank of the river as his head swam. But he recovered himself in time, a hand poised in mid-air almost touching the body. He hoped no one had noticed.


There was certainly a lack of blood. Sometimes a corpse could surprise you like that. At first glance it didn’t seem possible that anyone could be dead, when they’d hardly bled at all. Here there were no more than a few drops on the corner of the stone, a narrow trickle that might just as easily have been a splash of muddy water or a leak from a damaged bottle. Not blood, but a spilled energy drink.


Cooper straightened up again, easing the discomfort in his back. Either way, the body had been drained of its vitality. The life force had departed hours ago.


An upper stretch of the River Dove was rushing under the bridge here. Though barely the width of a stream, the water was running fast as the earlier rain syphoned down off the hills on both sides. The body was trapped in the branches of a sycamore lying close to the surface. To Cooper’s weary eyes, those dark, wet boulders all around it could have been a dozen bodies lying half-submerged. The roaring of the water might have been their cries of pain, that gurgle under a rock a victim’s last, dying breath.


The north side of the bridge was green with mould and fungus. Uneven stone setts on the bridge were lined with dying brambles. Here the river had slippery edges, with no safe footing in the mud, and the body was only accessible on foot through the water. Divers had waded into the river and were now under the bridge attempting to recover the body. The victim had fallen into an awkward, tangled position, and the body was already partially rigid from the onset of rigor mortis.


The initial police response had accessed the bridge using four-wheel-drive vehicles from the Derbyshire side, right down to where a large lump of rock blocked the crossing. The water was shallow enough to have been a ford at one time, but the idea of driving across it had been effectively discouraged.


The bridge itself was much too narrow for vehicles. It was the type of structure generally described as a packhorse bridge, with low parapets and stone setts designed to provide a secure footing for horses. But this bridge had been known for a different function.


It was barely six in the morning when he’d arrived, and still dark by the river. Arc lights had been set up to illuminate the scene, but it might be a while before he got a proper look at the victim. Evidence would become more obvious in daylight. A story might start to emerge then. The story of how one more human being had encountered death.


One of his detective constables, Luke Irvine, had been here at the scene before him. That was the penalty of being on call-out. Irvine was a bit dishevelled and unshaven, which somehow made him seem even younger than he was.


Cooper tended to forget that the younger DCs had only a few years’ experience. They were impressively competent and self-confident – much more than he himself had been at the same age, he felt sure. The other youngster on his team, Becky Hurst, was destined for great things in his estimation. She had that air about her, a quiet determination and absolute focus on what she wanted. Luke was okay, but a little bit rebellious and unpredictable. Somebody would knock those edges off him one day. Or something.


‘Well, as you can see,’ said Irvine, ‘we’ve got a female, aged about thirty-five. Caucasian. She’s not been in the water very long, by the looks of it. There’s a clear head wound, but other than that—’


‘Found by?’


‘Finder’s name is Rob Beresford. Actually, his full name is Robson – as in Robson Green the actor, you know?’


‘Yes.’


‘He’s fairly local. Lives in Earl Sterndale. Mr Beresford says he was walking down here and saw the woman in the water. He had to go back up the trackway a hundred yards or so before he could dial 999 on his mobile.’


‘He was on his own?’ asked Cooper.


‘It seems so. But—’


‘What, Luke?’


Irvine shrugged. ‘Well, you’ll see for yourself when you talk to him, Ben. I know you like to form your own impressions.’


‘Okay.’


‘We’ve got him up the road there. Will you talk to him now?’


‘In a second.’


The River Dove was the boundary not only between two counties, but between the East Midlands and West Midlands. It was the border between limestone country and sandstone too. In daylight the view across the valley made the contrast obvious, with the hills on the Staffordshire side looking so much more gentle and unimpressive compared to the rugged limestone at his back. As far as Cooper was concerned, there was no doubt about it, whatever some Staffordshire people said. Derbyshire had the best hills.


In between, on the flatter and more fertile land in a loop of the river, stood one of Derbyshire’s historic houses, Knowle Abbey – a huge country mansion where the Earls of Manby had lived for generations, surrounded by acres of landscaped parkland. It had always seemed to Cooper like a sort of no man’s land, sitting in its own little world halfway between the two counties, but having little connection with either of them.


There was a Staffordshire Police presence here too, Cooper saw. Their vehicles carried a badge with the Staffordshire knot instead of the Derbyshire coat of arms. It was a strange choice of logo, he’d always thought. The triple loop of the Staffordshire knot was supposed to represent the solution devised by a hangman to execute three felons simultaneously. It didn’t really fit with the current public image the police tried to present. Looking round, Cooper identified a couple of uniformed constables, an officer from Staffordshire’s Major Investigation Department, and a Forensics Investigation van from their station at Leek.


The body of the victim had been tangled in the roots of a tree close to the Derbyshire side. But the River Dove was very narrow here and the county boundary ran right down the middle. He supposed it was possible that part of the body had been lying or floating in Staffordshire’s jurisdiction.


But this wasn’t a case of territorial dispute. Not yet, anyway. The two forces were cooperating. It was obvious to everyone that the victim or her attacker were just as likely to have approached the scene from the Staffordshire side as from Derbyshire. Boundaries were irrelevant, especially while the scene was being examined for forensic evidence. Footwear marks, DNA or trace evidence were left with complete disregard to jurisdictions.


Dawn was breaking, and the sun would rise by seven. A bird was singing over some abandoned buildings on the eastern bank of the river.


The young man who’d found the body was sitting in the passenger seat of a police car with the door open and his long legs stretched out in front of him. His head was down and he seemed to be gazing at his feet as if they could explain everything. He was no older than twenty, and he was dressed in denim jeans and a grey hooded jacket. The feet he was staring at were encased in white trainers with thick soles. At least, they’d been white once. The mud covering them now left barely a glimpse of the original colour. Perhaps that was why the young man looked at them so morosely. They were probably the most expensive thing he was wearing.


‘Mr Beresford?’ said Cooper. ‘Detective Sergeant Cooper, from Edendale Police.’


‘I suppose you want me to go over it all again,’ said the man sullenly. ‘I’ve seen this bit on the telly. Over and over again with the self-same questions that the other lot have asked already.’


‘Perhaps. But quite a few new questions too, I imagine,’ said Cooper.


‘Oh, great.’


Cooper settled himself against the stone wall and found a comfortable position, trying to bring himself closer to the young man’s level. It was less intimidating than standing over him, and it allowed Cooper to get a closer look at Rob Beresford’s face.


‘I do need to ask you again whether you saw anyone else in this area tonight. Now that you’ve had a bit of time to think about it. You can appreciate it’s very important.’


‘I didn’t see anyone,’ said Beresford without hesitation.


The answer came so quickly that it heightened Cooper’s attention to the man’s choice of words. Did he detect slightly too much emphasis on the word ‘see’?


‘Perhaps you heard someone?’ he said.


Beresford shook his head, still not meeting Cooper’s eye. The answer was noticeably slower in coming this time. ‘No. There was no one around.’


‘That’s a shame.’


He didn’t bother to explain why it was a shame. He could let the young man interpret that for himself. If there really was no one else around, that left only one person known to have been at the crime scene, apart from the dead woman herself. Beresford must have realised that, surely. If he’d seen this sort of thing on the telly, he’d know who the first suspect would be. Yet he made no effort to point his questioners in another direction.


For a moment Cooper watched Rob Beresford’s expression, which seemed to be set into a look of stubborn resignation. Then he glanced round at the bridge. ‘You told my colleagues you were out for a walk, sir.’


‘That’s right.’


‘An early morning walk. Very early. Do you own a dog, Mr Beresford?’


‘We have a Jack Russell terrier.’


‘So where is it?’


‘At home,’ said Beresford.


Cooper smiled at his tone. ‘It’s just that most early morning walks are accompanied by a dog in my experience. When someone is out before dawn for a walk, it suggests they have to start work early. That, or the dog has a bladder problem.’


Beresford didn’t respond. But that was fair enough – Cooper hadn’t asked him a question. The young man sat forward on the seat and stared down at his feet. His trainers were soaked.


‘What do you do for a living, sir?’ asked Cooper.


‘I’m a student.’


‘Really? Where?’


‘University of Derby. I’m studying.’


‘Buxton campus? The Dome?’


‘That’s right.’


‘So you don’t have far to go for lectures.’


‘My dad usually takes me into Buxton on his way to work.’


‘And what does he do?’


‘He’s a driver. He drives a van for a parcel delivery company.’


‘That can involve an early start, I imagine. He’ll have to get to the depot in plenty of time, so he can load up and get out on his route.’


‘Yes.’


‘Which company does your dad work for?’


‘ABC Despatch. They have a distribution centre just outside Buxton.’


‘I know it. On the industrial estate at Harpur Hill.’


‘That’s it.’


Cooper let a silence develop. Sometimes it was the best way to deal with someone like this. Beresford would be expecting the next question, the one he didn’t want to answer. But if he was left waiting long enough, he wouldn’t be able to stand the tension. Cooper was patient. Besides, he didn’t really have the energy at this time of the morning to try too hard.


The young man began to fidget, and bit his lip.


‘Well, the truth is, I needed to get away from the house for a bit,’ he said.


‘Ah.’


‘The parents. You know what it’s like.’


‘Yes.’


Cooper didn’t really. He’d never had the chance to reach that stage where you didn’t want to be in the house with each other a moment longer. But he’d heard people say it often enough, so he’d come to believe it must be true.


‘You had a row?’


‘That’s it. Nothing serious. But I had to get out, take in a bit of fresh air.’


‘Why did you come down here?’


‘I don’t know. It was just handy.’


Cooper consulted the notes he’d been given. ‘You live in Earl Sterndale, sir. You didn’t walk all this way. It must be a couple of miles at least.’


‘My bike is up the hill there.’


‘A motorbike or…’


‘Just an old pushbike. It’s all I can afford. Student loans, you know.’


‘I see.’


It was obvious that Rob Beresford wasn’t an experienced walker. No one with any sense wore expensive trainers to go hiking in. You needed a pair of boots or good stout shoes on terrain like this, or you risked breaking an ankle, not to mention ruining your footwear. And everyone knew you didn’t wear denims to walk in wet weather. They soon became sodden and heavy, and would take hours to dry out. The young man’s jeans were a much darker blue below the knee, where they’d got soaking wet from the damp undergrowth.


Beresford looked up. ‘There’s one question your mates didn’t ask. And you haven’t asked me either.’


Cooper stopped. ‘What’s that, sir?’


‘Whether I knew the dead woman.’


With a sinking heart, Cooper realised that he’d missed a vital point completely. He could only put it down to tiredness. But it was unacceptable that a witness should have to remind him of an important question he’d overlooked. He’d have to watch himself carefully, or someone else would be keeping an eye on him.


‘And did you, Mr Beresford?’ he asked.


Beresford nodded despondently.


‘Of course I did,’ he said. ‘Her name is Sandra Blair.’
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Detective Sergeant Diane Fry didn’t do early mornings any more. Not if she could avoid it. Since she’d transferred to the Major Crime Unit of the East Midlands Special Operations Unit, her life seemed to be getting back on track. The nights were more peaceful, the days more fulfilling. Apart from a brief setback, when she’d been obliged to return to Derbyshire’s E Division to cover for sick leave, she was doing the job she’d always wanted to do. What’s more, it meant she was able to move back to a city.


When Fry first came to the Peak District, the culture shock had been pretty traumatic. Compared to her old stamping grounds in Birmingham and the Black Country, this had seemed like, well … not just the backwoods, but a barren wasteland. Those vast, bleak expanses of peat moor they called the Dark Peak were like the back of the moon to a city girl. The first day she drove past a road sign that said ‘Sheep for 10 miles’ she’d known she was no longer in civilisation.


Fry drank her coffee and bit into a piece of toast as she sat looking out of her window on to Grosvenor Avenue. She barely noticed the flat itself now. It already felt like a part of her past. She merely drifted in and out, boiled a kettle, ran a shower, lay down to sleep. It was no more her home than any hotel room in any dull town in some far-flung part of the country. She had no more roots in Edendale than the pot plant dying on her window ledge.


For a moment Fry stopped chewing and looked at the plant. She couldn’t remember the last time she’d watered it, so there was no wonder it was dying. She peered a bit more closely and poked at a brown leaf, which crumbled at her touch. More dead than dying, then. Somebody had given her the plant, but she couldn’t remember who. It hardly mattered now, did it?


She finally had a new place to move into, in a smart apartment building on the outskirts of Nottingham. Fry was looking forward to seeing traffic, theatres, a bit of nightlife. Proper street lights. And no sheep anywhere.


Proper crimes too. The Major Crime Unit investigated all the serious stuff in the region. There would be no dealing with vast amounts of low-level volume crime, the way they did on division.


Fry checked her phone. Reports were coming through this morning of a suspicious death in Derbyshire. Somewhere near Buxton, a few miles to the west of Edendale. If it was in Derbyshire, it was just within the remit of EMSOU.


She called her DCI, Alistair Mackenzie, to see what he wanted her to do.


‘We do need you back here, Diane.’


‘Of course.’


‘You’re not still hankering after the country life, are you?’


‘You are joking. Sir.’


Mackenzie laughed. ‘Perhaps.’


‘Can we let Divisional CID run with it for now, then?’


‘Yes, unless they encounter any problems. We’ll keep a watching brief.’


Fry ended the call, finished her coffee and got ready to leave. She studied the people moving in Grosvenor Avenue. There weren’t many – just a few students from the multi-occupancy Victorian houses like the one her flat was part of, and a Royal Mail van stopped a few doors up, the postman chatting to someone over a wall.


She turned away. That was enough watching for now. Perhaps for ever.


Yes, that would be the best thing. Very soon she would never have to think about Edendale again. Or any of the people in it.


Ben Cooper stood back and let the recovery team do their work. The victim had finally been removed from the water and placed on the Derbyshire bank of the river. Her hands had been bagged, in case evidence from her attacker was trapped under her fingernails. But the rest of her body was bundled up in heavy clothing, which was completely waterlogged, creating a limp, misshapen mound that hardly looked human. Dark hair spread in sodden strands around her face.


And the victim’s injuries were obvious now too, with blood still leaking from a head wound. Though the bleeding had seemed so little while she was in the river, now the red stain quickly began to spread across the sheeting and on to the ground. The water had kept the head wound open, while washing away the blood downstream.


As he watched officers manoeuvre the body and crime-scene examiners record every detail with their digital cameras, Cooper began to wonder whether the victim’s blood had reached both banks of the river or had drifted into Staffordshire on the current.


But it didn’t matter. The body was here, on the Derbyshire side. It was his responsibility for now. The chief constable had said recently that there was no greater privilege than this – the job of investigating the death of another human being.


Sandra Blair was the victim’s name, according to Rob Beresford. She lived nearby in the village of Crowdecote and worked in tea rooms in Hartington. As far as Beresford knew, she was unmarried. She was a friend of his mother’s, he said. They were in some organisation together. The Women’s Institute or the Mothers’ Union, or a local historical society. Perhaps all of them. He was vague on the details beyond that point.


‘Any confirmation of ID on the victim?’ asked Cooper as the crime-scene manager, Wayne Abbott, broke away from the activity round the body.


‘There are some house keys,’ said Abbott. ‘And a phone, but it’s been immersed in water, so—’


‘Forensics might be able to get something off it, do you think?’


‘Possibly. Other than that, she had nothing much on her. There’s no purse, just the odd bit of small change in the pockets. She was wearing a blue waterproof jacket, which must have weighed her down in the water. Walking boots too.’


‘But the water is so shallow. It wouldn’t have stopped her getting out, if she was still alive and conscious.’


Abbott shrugged. His scene suit was wet and streaked with mud. He looked cold too, and must have been very uncomfortable. But this was all part of the job. No one chose a crime scene with the comfort of the investigators in mind.


‘That’s not for me to comment on,’ he said.


The divers in their wetsuits were still in the water, carefully exploring the riverbed, feeling under rocks, sifting through mud. They were gradually making their way downstream from the location of the body, in case evidence had drifted away in the current and disappeared, following the streams of the victim’s blood.


‘No torch among her possessions?’ asked Cooper.


Abbott shook his head. ‘Not that we’ve found.’


‘There must have been one. She wouldn’t have come out in the pitch dark without a torch of some kind.’


‘Well, someone else must have been here, I suppose. Maybe they had it.’


‘Perhaps. But she seems to be dressed for the outing, at least.’


He was thinking about Rob Beresford, dressed in his unsuitable muddy trainers and sodden denims. The victim had come out here much better prepared, and presumably for quite a different purpose. What that purpose was, he had no idea. Not yet anyway. But Sandra Blair’s life was about to become the focus of a lot of attention.


‘And a hat,’ said Cooper, thinking of the head wound and the dark strands of wet hair.


‘Sorry?’


‘She was probably wearing a hat. What happened to it?’


‘No idea.’


Gradually, the entire team was gathering at the Corpse Bridge. The same old circus that any suspicious death attracted. Present at the scene now was Detective Inspector Dean Walker. Cooper knew him, but hadn’t worked directly with him until now. His old DI, Paul Hitchens, had moved on – and probably wouldn’t be back in E Division for any nostalgic reunions with his ex-colleagues, judging by his comments in the pub on his last day. Walker was only a temporary replacement, though. He was earmarked for better things, a job at headquarters in Ripley. There would still be a vacancy in E Division.


Walker was talking on the phone to a detective chief inspector, the only DCI they still had knocking around in this part of Derbyshire.


In the present circumstances everyone was expected to pick up the slack. The DCI and the DI were each doing two people’s jobs. Further down the ladder many of the senior DCs were taking on a sergeant’s role, while frontline uniformed PCs were acting as social workers, not to mention standing in for paramedics. Everyone had a story of taking an injured person to hospital in the back of a police car rather than wait for an ambulance that might never come because it was already waiting outside A&E with a previous patient.


Sometimes Cooper wondered who was actually doing the real police work. Community support officers, he supposed. The PCSOs – dressed up to look like police officers, but without any of the powers.


As a DS, he was right in the middle of this mess. He could probably use the freedom to show a bit of initiative, unless this became a major inquiry, in which case they would all lose control to EMSOU’s Major Crime Unit.


‘A quick resolution would be nice,’ he said, though to no one in particular.


‘Amen to that,’ said DC Luke Irvine, who happened to be standing closest. ‘You know I have all these other cases, Ben—’


‘So have we all.’


‘Fair enough, I suppose. What do you want me to do?’


Cooper looked at his watch. ‘You can get up to Earl Sterndale and visit Rob Beresford’s parents. Find out whatever they know about Sandra Blair. Obviously, we need an address for her, any family, the next of kin.’


‘Got it.’


‘Oh, and you can let them know their son is still with us, making a statement back at the station. He’s phoned them already, but they’re probably worried about him.’


‘I’m on my way.’


Cooper looked round. DC Carol Villiers would be at West Street to take Rob Beresford’s statement when he arrived. Becky Hurst had a rest day. That left just one member of his team.


DC Gavin Murfin was slouched against a stone wall, his body ballooning like the Michelin Man under several layers of clothing. Murfin looked detached, or at least semi-detached. But Cooper had known him to have the best insights at these moments, some nugget from more than thirty years of experience.


‘What are you thinking, Gavin?’ he asked.


Murfin shifted reluctantly from the wall. ‘In the old days I’d be thinking, I wonder how much overtime I can make from this one.’


‘No overtime now, Gavin.’


‘Exactly.’


Cooper watched him slump back again. So did that mean Murfin wasn’t thinking about anything at all? With Gavin, it was possible. Though there was also a likelihood that he was just contemplating food.


Another police Land Rover was working its way down the track, bumping over the ruts and splashing through a miniature lake of muddy water that had gathered on the bend before the final descent. Its white paintwork was already filthy and the wipers were struggling to keep an area of windscreen clear for the driver.


‘You had a review with Personnel, didn’t you?’ said Cooper. ‘What’s going to happen?’


Murfin groaned. ‘If I stay on any longer, it’s bad news.’


‘How do you mean?’


‘I mean they might send me to Glossop,’ said Murfin, with a note of despair.


‘It’s not the end of the world, Gavin.’


‘No. But you can see it from there.’


‘So, what? You’re chucking in the towel? Collecting your pension and waving goodbye?’


‘It seems so. Though I’ve got a different type of gesture in mind.’


The Land Rover had been forced to stop a hundred yards up the ancient, potholed trackway. There were already too many vehicles down here near the scene. No one was going to stand a chance of turning round when they came to leave. The back-up crew from the Land Rover had decided to take a shortcut across the field to reach the riverside.


Cooper watched them with interest, guessing they were from one of the bigger towns, Chesterfield or even Derby. One officer, climbing over a stock fence on to wet grass, took a couple of electric shocks. Perhaps, thought Cooper, he should have warned them to get the fencing turned off before they did that.


‘So what are you going to do with yourself, Gavin?’ he asked. ‘I don’t suppose Jean will want you getting under her feet all day long at home.’


‘How right you are. I don’t even have any hobbies that will get me out of the house. There’s no shed for me to hide in. If I took up gardening, she’d think I’d gone mad and get me certified. Besides, I’ve just laid a new patio over the flowerbed.’


‘A few cruises?’


Murfin sighed again. ‘Have you ever been on one of those? You get all the same daft biddies and boring old farts on every boat. It’s like Death on the Nile, but with fewer laughs. When we’re not actually on shore trailing round tacky souvenir shops in ninety-degree heat, I spend my time propping up the bar. And I can do that just as well at home, not to mention that the beer’s better round here.’


‘You have a couple of young grandchildren now, don’t you?’ said Cooper. ‘Surely you’re looking forward to spending more time with them?’


‘There is that,’ said Murfin, without any great enthusiasm.


Cooper felt sure there was something Murfin wasn’t telling him. What did he actually have planned for his years in retirement? Something he was embarrassed about, perhaps. Maybe Jean had it all mapped out for him and Gavin had no say in it at all. That would be possible. She might have decided her husband should go to adult education classes to learn Spanish or salsa dancing, or t’ai chi. Or even all three. That would keep him busy, all right.


But the leap of the imagination to picture Gavin Murfin as a Spanish-speaking salsa dancer and t’ai chi expert left Cooper feeling mentally exhausted. His brain wasn’t ready for such a shock.


Above the trees Cooper could see the upper slopes of the hills now. On the Derbyshire side there had been a series of disturbing incidents recently – increasingly frequent reports of animals being found slaughtered on the moors. Sheep with their eyes gouged out and their genitals mutilated, a cow with its ears slit, a horse with its tail amputated. People were talking about Satanists and ritual sacrifice. But it didn’t take much for Derbyshire people to start talking like that. In Peak District villages they didn’t seem to believe in religion very much these days. But they believed in everything else.


Cooper realised they were going to have to extend the search area considerably. Who knew what had been going on in these woods? He would have to speak to the DI to get that organised.


‘Still, you won’t miss me when you’ve got these bright kids,’ said Murfin. ‘Look at young Luke there. He’s the future. Happy as a pig in clover he is, with this sort of thing.’


‘Do you think so?’


‘He follows you about like a dog, Ben. He knows you’ll find him a nice juicy murder case.’


‘Could you actually get some work done, Gavin?’ said Cooper.


‘Like what?’


‘Get across the border and see if you can assist our colleagues from Staffordshire.’
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DC Luke Irvine was breathless by the time he reached the top of the trackway where his car was parked on a grass verge. He was driving a Vauxhall hatchback, and it was his current pride and joy. He hated the idea of scraping its paintwork on a dry stone wall in one of these narrow lanes, or having some uniformed bobby snapping his wing mirror off with a Transit van.


As he climbed into his car, he wondered if there was a reason he’d been tasked with finding out about the victim’s family. It might mean that he’d end up having to inform bereaved relatives of a death. It was the job everyone dreaded the most. Would Ben Cooper delegate that responsibility to him?


Irvine was conscious of certain subjects he mustn’t mention to his DS. It was murmured around the office that Ben Cooper might still be vulnerable to an ill-judged comment. No one knew how he might react to the wrong word. Some said he was on a knife edge, though so far he seemed to be hiding it well. Irvine was even nervous of mentioning the Scenes of Crime department, or crime-scene examiners, or even some forensic detail. It was the department Ben’s fiancée had worked in. Would it bring back intolerable memories?


But Irvine wondered whether he was being over-sensitive about this. Cooper was a professional. He could surely deal with these things; separate his job from whatever happened in his private life outside the office. Even the death of a fiancée.


With the car started, he checked his satnav for Earl Sterndale. Ben Cooper would have used a map, of course. He was an obsessive user of Ordnance Survey maps. No, scratch that. Ben would have known exactly which way to go without having to look at any map. Irvine had to accept that he wasn’t as familiar with these remoter areas as his DS was. He wasn’t a Derbyshire boy like Cooper. He’d grown up in West Yorkshire. Parts of that county were very similar to the Dark Peak, but it didn’t help when it came to navigating these back roads.


As he inched his way to the road and turned towards a hamlet called Glutton, Irvine shook his head in frustration. It seemed so difficult these days to know what was the right thing to do or say. Perhaps it was working so closely with Becky Hurst that had done this to him. She’d made him paranoid about blurting out something that might upset or offend anyone listening.
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